The Virtues of Balm in Late Medieval Literature E. R. Truitt, Bryn Mawr College * In the Troy Book (c. 1412 Book (c. -1420 , John Lydgate's Middle English poem about the Trojan War, balsam (balm) kept Hector's body extraordinarily well preserved, so that it appeared astonishingly alive. Priam wanted not only to erase all evidence of the abuse his son's body suffered at the hands of Achilles, but also to keep Hector's body preserved "from odour and abomynacioun," with no evidence of decay, and displayed aboveground with a wholly life-like aspect:
"But •at it be lifly and visible/ To •e eye, as be apparence, / Like as it were quyk in existence… 1 But, as Lydgate noted, in the ordinary course of nature, "corrupte muste, ri•t of verray nede/…•er may be made noon opposicioun, / Aboue •e grounde •if •e body lie,/ •at of resoun it mvt putrefie…" 2 To achieve his desire to thwart nature, Priam summoned the most skilled artificers in Troy to build an elaborate tabernacle for Hector's body and devise a method to keep his body "lifly visible." These men placed Hector in the temple of Apollo, on a dais made of gold, crystal, and gemstones, and used "sotil crafte" to place Hector's body upright, and he appeared …as he were lyvynge. particular plant native to the "East," meaning in this case Arabia, Egypt, or the Holy Land. Ancient texts offered overlapping, though not uniform, accounts of the origin and properties of balm, which were then repeated piecemeal in early medieval medical and encyclopedic texts. Later medieval travel narratives from pilgrims, merchants, and crusaders repeated some of the earlier material while also re-casting balm as something that had a specifically Christian nature. The resulting imbrication of ideas about balm has layers of botanical lore, philosophical explanation, and religious myth, resulting in a late medieval account in the Troy Book in which balsam keeps Hector's corpse lifelike.
From these narrative texts-roman and historia, verse and prose, Latin and vernacular-a partial picture of medieval balm emerges. It is called both "balm" and "balsam;" it is precious, implying that it is rare or costly, or both; it comes in a liquid form; it has a particularly lovely odor; on its own or when mixed with other substances it restores or safeguards vitality and can stave off decay;
and it has a Christian purpose and a Christian origin. In the medieval period, both "balm" and "balsam" have specific and general meanings. The word is derived from the Latin balsamum, which is a botanical term used to denote a specific aromatic shrub of the genus Balsamodrendron, now classified as
Commiphora, but which later came to mean a number of different kinds of plants, or the resinous substance secreted by them. 10 In both the French and English medieval traditions, balm (or balsam) can mean the plant itself, the resin it 10 This expanded definition became especially apparent after European contact with North and South America, as many plants indigenous to those continents (and the resins they secreted) were called balm or balsam; for example, balsam of Tolu.
secretes, or an unguent made from this fragrant substance. 11 The meanings of "balm" and "balsam" encompass a broader semantic network: A fragrant oil or unguent used for anointing and embalming the dead, a substance used to heal wounds and soothe pain, and that has a preservative essence.
BALM IN THE CLASSICAL WORLD
The etymology of balsamum derives ultimately from a Semitic root, beshem, and which originally meant a fragrant spice or resin. 13 Ancient philosophers and natural historians described this substance and the plant from which it came in different, though overlapping, ways. Two of the earliest accounts of balsam in antiquity concur that balsam grows in a limited area, can only be harvested at a specific time of year, and, perhaps consequently, is a valuable commodity. , a pupil of Aristotle's, wrote in his
Inquiry into Plants that balsam of Mecca was native to the valley of Syria, and 11 The "Balm of Gilead" mentioned in Genesis 37:25 added to this semantic confusion. In the Bible, Joseph's brothers, after stripping him and throwing him into a well, encounter a group of Ishmaelite traders from Gilead loaded with myrrh, frankincense, and balm on their way to trade in Egypt. Yet what later became known as the "balm of Gilead" is actually turpentine from the terebinth tree. See Nigel Groom, Frankincense and Myrrh: A Study of the Arabian Incense Trade (London, 1981), 126 . As I shall demonstrate below, although medieval writers used "balm" and "balsam" to refer to a variety of substances, there is a coherent set of qualities attributed to the natural resin from the plant now classified as Commiphora opobalsamum.
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Dictionnaire historique de la langue française, s.v. "baume;" Middle English Dictionary, s.v. "baume;" OED, 2 nd ed., s.vv. "balm," and "balsam." Cf. OED, s.v. "embalm." On the previous classification of Balsamodendron and its relationship to the current genus Commiphora, see Groom, Frankincense and Myrrh, 12. 13 There are several species of Commiphora native to Arabia, North Africa, and the Middle East. Groom, Frankincense and Myrrh, 12. On the distinction between spices, which were thought of as dry or processed, and herbs-local and fresh- dropping it into a vessel of water. Apparently, some thought that pure balsam, perhaps because of its density, would sink to the bottom of the container and then slowly rise to the top. Dioscorides disagreed with this, saying "But those who believe that the pure, when dripped on water first sinks to the bottom then rises to the surface undissolved are mistaken." Pliny, writing a few years later, espoused the opposite view.
Additionally, both authors noted the brisk market in by-products of the balsam tree-fruit and wood-because of the rarity of the resin. Dioscorides described the fruit and wood in detail; the latter is "yellowish-red, fragrant, and smelling slightly like juice of Mecca balsam," and the former is "yellow, full, large, heavy, biting, and burning in taste…." Although both the wood and the fruit had therapeutic benefits, "in general, the juice of Mecca balsam has the most efficacious properties, the fruit ranks second, and the wood is least efficacious."
Given the rarity of balsam resin, the wood of balsam plants often took the place of pure balsam in many applications, and the price of the wood (xylobalsamum) was significantly lower than the price of the resin, at only six denarii per Roman pound.
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Thus, in antiquity, balsam was known as a highly rare commodity, due both to controlled production in a specific location and natural limitations on output. It was a key ingredient in perfume and an effective therapy for a diverse array of medical conditions. Due to its many practical applications and regulated production, balsam was extremely dear, and often blended with other resins and oils and passed off as counterfeit.
MEDIEVAL BALM
Throughout the medieval period, writers in several genres repeated different elements of this characterization of balm, while adding new ones of their own. Balm remained characterized by its heat, though some writers, such as
Hildegard of Bingen, classified balsam as hot and moist, rather than hot and dry.
After the twelfth century, the ability of balm to halt corruption was noted and amplified, and it appears in literary and historical texts as a preservative.
Isidore of Seville, the sixth-century bishop and encyclopedist, repeated The link between vital sap and life was present in the earlier works discussed above, yet by the time Guido wrote HDT, there is evidence that it was widely believed that decay was caused when bodies become dry and colder than their surrounding environment. That is, healthy, alive bodies can be characterized by intrinsic qualities of heat and moisture. According to Aristotelian physics, which became part of the university curriculum in the thirteenth century, decay occurs when a thing is colder than its surrounding environment, but not so cold that it is frozen. "Decay is the destruction of a moist body's own natural heat by heat external to it, that is, the heat of its environment. Since, therefore, a thing is so affected because of lack of heat, and as everything that lacks this property is cold, decay is caused by and is the common result alike of internal coldness and external heat." 50 Furthermore, bodies grow drier as they grow inferior by-product), or by distilling cloves, spikenard, and "othere spices that ben wel smellynge" and calling that liquid "bawme."
68 After that, spice-merchants and apothecaries adulterate it further, "and thane it is lasse worth and a gret del worse." 69 Thus, he wrote, many great lords have been deceived into thinking "that thei han bawme and thei haue non." 70 Therefore, it was of great importance that the educated reader and consumer know how to discern pure balm from adulterate. First, the author said, "naturelle bawme" is completely clear, citrinecolored, odoriferous, and that if it is thick, red, or black "it is sophisticate, that is to seyne contrefeted and made lyke it for disceyt." 71 Echoing Isidore, the author noted that, when placed on the hand, pure balm burns in the heat of the sun.
Likewise, it will also curdle milk. Lastly, the Mandeville-author resurrected Pliny's test: Pure balm will sink to the bottom of a vessel of water "as though it were quyksyluer, for the fyn bawme is more heuy twyes than is the bawme that is sophisticat and countrefeted." 72 According to the author, although balsam has a divine source, it is frequently only encountered as counterfeit, due to the cunning of Saracen traders and other merchants intent on deceiving Christian men.
These three examples of late-thirteenth and fourteenth century descriptions of balm transform it from an eastern luxury into a specifically Christian substance, not just used in Christian ritual, but its existence due entirely to a Christian miracle.
CONCLUSION
That balm was used to preserve the heroic, beloved prince of a wealthy, noble, and ancient kingdom in theTroy Book, just over a decade after
Mandeville's Travels was translated into Middle English, indicates the overlapping ideas about balsam and the meanings ascribed to it. This nearmiraculous ability of balm to suspend decay, however, extends far beyond powers attributed to this natural substance in earlier medieval and in ancient texts. 73 The balm coursing through Hector's body gave him a fresh, dewy complexion, first described as "fresche as any rose newe" in color and touch, and again as "lifly of colour…& no •inge pale." 74 Color, texture, and skin-sheen were of paramount importance in medieval art to convey life-likeness. 75 Furthermore, semblance of breath. This artificial/natural hybrid system mimics human physiology, in which inspired air, mixed with blood, formed spiritus, the vital virtue necessary to sustain life, and traveled through blood vessels to the extremities.
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Although in medieval physiological theory the heart was central to respiration, the apposition of descending liquor and ascending vapor (a synonym for "breath") in the description of the apparatus implies a link between the two that is necessary to preserve Hector.
Lydgate's description of Hector's embalmed body demonstrates many of the ideas about balm in western Europe that had accumulated over centuries. Its rarity (especially in purest form), high value, presence in the ancient world, and eastern origin befit its sumptuous setting in the Troy Book. Troy, one of the great kingdoms of the ancient world, was fabled for its wealth, attested to throughout the Troy Book (and earlier accounts) by the emphasis on the staggering quantity of gold and precious gems used in public display. 80 The essential hot nature of balm, combined with its ability to replace humidum radicale, makes it a useful therapeutic agent, especially in preventing decay and preserving youth; Hector is "quyk lokynge,/ And of colour…and of hewe,/ Beinge as freshe as any rose newe…." 81 Lastly, the link between balsam and Christianity made balm a miraculous, as well as a medical, substance that was capable of preserving
Hector from death, for eternity. Yet, at the same time, the elaborate artificial 79 See Nancy Siraisi, Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine (Chicago, 1990) , pp. 101-08. 80 For example, as with the setting for Hector's body at the temple of Apollo.
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Troy Book, invention that kept Hector's body life-life underscores an important contrast between his body and one that is truly holy. Hector's pagan body needs an elaborate network of tubes to infuse the natural balsam throughout his body and
give the impression of life. The "bawme natural" glosses the manufactured tubes; but the natural substance requires an artificial method of delivery in order to penetrate fully Hector's nerves and sinews. Saints' bodies were noted for the sweet smells that they exuded after death, and this was, in turn, seen as evidence of their harmony with God. 82 The bodies of saints are eternally incorruptible and fragrant, and exist beyond life and death, kept that way by the balm of virtue, rather than the virtues of balm. 82 Davidson, "Heaven's Fragrance," 110-127; Freedman, Out of the East, 80-81.
